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Abstract 
 
Informed by Kristeva’s formulation of affect and Winnicott’s Holding 
Environment, this practice-led visual art project is an exploration into how 
sensitivity to the physical sensation of trembling can sustain a creative 
practice.  Building upon this is a further enquiry into what the significance of 
the affective experience of trembling is for an ethics of affect in 
contemporary art. I have done this through object and video-based 
installations informed by my own experience of trembling.  This has been 
further informed by the work of artists like Louise Bourgeois, Dennis Del 
Favero and Willie Doherty.  The creative outcomes contribute to the 
discourse around ethical responses to affect by extending and developing on 
the works of these artists.  
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Iteration 1:  
 
Introduction  
 
This Masters project is comprised of a 70% creative component, which 
includes the body of work I have undertaken throughout the project, and a 
30% exegetical component.  The creative works were shown in the exhibition 
Stone Baby: An Exploration of Trauma and Affect in Visual Art that was held 
at the Block in the QUT Creative Industries Precinct August 27–28, 2014.   
 
Overview and Research Question 
 
 In this practice-led visual art project nuanced attention is paid to the 
affective experience of trembling with a strong focus on the bodily 
processing of trauma. The logic and sensation of trembling has guided the 
physical making of the work and its aesthetic outcomes, and as such 
constitutes a creative method.  While this may sound unconventional, this has 
been my experience.    
 
Throughout this thesis I focus on the questions of how trembling is significant 
and intrinsic to my body of creative work. The question of why is deeply 
personal and buried in the unconscious of my childhood.  As a consequence, 
it is really hard for me to talk about why. The how or method of making 
becomes primary because it is graspable. The why is elusive.  Like all trauma, 
it escapes language and remains buried in the materials that I work with and 
the feeling or affect they afford me.   
 
It has become clear to me, particularly when looking at the work of Louise 
Bourgeois, that similar affects and materialities are significant in the practices 
 
 
2 
of other artists. As articulate as Bourgeois is, she never specifies what her 
works mean within a broader art context.  She only speaks from the personal 
viewpoint: stories embroidered around the object, or about how these things 
were made.  So a soundless kind of affect permeates her work as well.  This is 
why I investigate this notion of trembling and affect, to consider how it may 
play out in creative practice. In this project, I use my work as a case study for 
this.  
 
Like being stuck between polarities, being stuck between the body’s fight 
and flight response results in a frozen paralysis.  I first began noticing what I 
describe as trembling during yoga practice.  I wasn’t focused on it, but I was 
peripherally aware of a humming, a ringing in my ears, and a shaking 
vibration in my muscles during each pose. I didn’t understand the 
significance of it nor did I realize that the deluge of ideas that resulted from 
the sensory associations I was making between materials, textures, sounds, 
patterns and images were actually part of a somatic healing process that 
began to release me from paralysis and allow me creative agency. In those 
poses I had to focus, so there was no room for resistance.  And in those brief 
restorative moments I became miniscule in vastness. How could I be 
experiencing such pain and such pleasure at the same time?   
 
I became very interested in similar binaries that I was discovering stored 
within myself and reconciling the disconnection between them, armed with 
my somatic experience of simultaneity.  I began using materials as a 
language to speak from the expansive sensory knowing that I found within 
my body.  I formulate conceptual and material models to describe this 
dimensional psychosomatic space that contains my own personal galactic 
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assemblage of alterities that I call creative practice, knowing full well the 
limitations of these models.  
 
In the document that follows, I describe the ways in which creative practice 
operates for me as a psychological space.  The text is presented as a series 
of iterations, mirroring the returns that happen in the research process. This 
first iteration introduces my methods, and the questions that are always 
lingering at the back of my mind:  
 
How can sensitivity to the physical sensation of trembling sustain a 
creative practice? 
 
And what is the significance of this for an ethics of affect in 
contemporary art? 
 
These questions will be dealt with most thoroughly throughout Iteration 3 
where I discuss my making processes and precursor figures in art.  I will also 
address the significance of an ethics of affect in my findings.   
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About the Text 
 
Like the project itself, which was the result of overlapping approaches that at 
times echo each other, the chapters are organized, as I have mentioned, into 
iterations. The academic, the personal and the poetic text are aligned, 
respectively, to the left, right and centre of the document moving back and 
forth in physically overlapping written approaches.  These approaches exist 
side-by-side, working in relationship with one another, but not necessarily 
directly so. The simultaneity and a synchronicity that exists between them 
runs at a parallel, rather than intersecting.  This pattern is mirrored in my 
approach to creative research, where I am continually shifting between 
methods of reading, writing, making and viewing art. And the pattern is 
mirrored, yet again, within the exhibition, where clusters of material and 
video works exist separately, yet also disrupt — each informing the other in 
serendipitous ways.   In that sense the entire project is contextual; I am 
continually approaching my research concerns from a different perspective, 
which in turn informs the work in new ways.   
 
My contextual review is embedded throughout my thesis, where I will initially 
speak at length about psychoanalysis and trauma.  I do this to establish the 
formative atmosphere from which this project flourishes. In this research I 
respond strongly to the language and imagery of psychoanalysis, particularly 
that of Julia Kristeva and Donald Winnicott.  I am exploring, in intimate 
detail, private images and stories of my mother’s that I have been 
responding to in the making of the work. These images are gestures toward 
something unspeakable that I feel can never be clearly or conclusively stated.  
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I connect the unspeakable in art to traumatic experience that cannot be said 
out loud because it overwhelms and is difficult to assimilate (Stroinska et al. 
2014, 13). Traumatic experiences are forgotten in the numbness of 
dissociation and, alternately, remembered in flashbacks (Stroinska et al. 2014, 
14).   As a result, in creative practice they must remain as excerpts from a 
process that is fluidly changing all the time. These excerpts don’t easily flow 
on from one to another, instead they border one another, similar yet 
removed from each other as though by rupture, with each containing a hint 
of a certain kind of essence or personal truth.  In the end I feel I am 
repeatedly and maybe impossibly attempting to articulate something that 
escapes clear articulation and, rather like the emergence of subjectivity, is an 
ongoing process, transitional and emergent.  
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“Trauma” and Psychic Rupture: an affective 
dynamic within the space of Creative Practice  
 
In this section I will explore the dynamics of 
“trauma” through experiences of psychic rupture 
and how it operates as an affective experience that 
can be held or contained within the space of 
creative practice.  Ideas drawn from psychoanalysis 
have helped me to understand relationship as a 
process rather than as a noun.  For example, the 
English paediatrician and psychoanalyst, Donald 
Winnicott, who was influential in the area of 
psychology called object relations, formulated the 
concept of the ‘holding environment’ out of his 
paediatric work with children and their mothers 
(Phillips 1989, 11).  He believed the foundations of 
health are established by the ordinary mother in her 
ordinary loving care of her own baby, central to 
which was the mother’s attentive holding of her child 
(Winnicott 1992, 85–92).  The mother's technique of 
holding, bathing, feeding, and everything she did 
for the baby, added up to the child's first idea of the 
mother, as well as fostering the ability to experience 
the body as the place wherein one securely lives 
(Winnicott 1992, 85–92).   
Like a foetus or newborn infant who feels complete 
and whole, I experience what I describe as a womb-
like holding space that originates within myself and 
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extends out into the space of creative practice.  This 
also impacts on the exhibition as a whole and its 
organisation in darkness. In the event that I reach 
out and touch, or am penetrated and touched by 
something unknown to my current understanding, I 
experience what I describe as ‘trauma’, that is an 
abrupt rupturing realisation, which I must wrestle 
with psychologically and physically.  As you continue 
to read you will see that this entire project is the 
outcome of this wrestling.  The holding environment 
of my creative practice is structured on my own 
infantile holding in the care of my mother — how 
could it not be?  And yet, caught up in the oceanic 
bliss of practice and theory, I didn’t fully realise the 
truth of this until after she died.  It was she. The 
timing was perfect and excruciating.  Abrupt. 
Rupturing. Trauma.    
As demonstrated in the affective experience of the 
final exhibition, my own holding space in creative 
practice is both non-material and material. For 
example, it echoes, along with an aching longing, 
like the alternating tones of the introduction in 
Simon and Garfunkel’s The Sound of Silence that 
was played over and over by my mother when I was 
very young. The holding space exists within me as a 
bodily-felt dynamic that flows through the material 
of my body becoming an active process driven by 
the forces of attraction and repulsion, of erotic and 
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aggressive feelings, while interacting with materials 
in the world. 
As I was approaching the end of this project 
my mother unexpectedly passed away.  Like 
many women, I had a jouissant relationship 
with my mother — an intense love riddled 
with conflict.  As a female in western society I 
have become intellectually aware of what I 
experientially and affectively already knew 
about the complexities to be found in 
relationships between women, and between 
mother and daughter in particular – that 
strange confusion between what she was to 
my infantile eroticism (oceanic, delicious) and 
who she was in the world. We were objects 
to each other. I was her first baby.  She was 
my Mommy.  We never really knew who each 
other were.   
 
My creative practice is a nurturing buffer that 
extends materially and psychologically into 
the space around me.  The way that it 
functions is that it allows my thoughts and 
emotions to be expressed within this safe 
buffer zone – to explode, to leak, to ooze out 
and intermingle with materials and ideas until 
I can process them.  This for me is 
theoretically aligned with the therapeutic 
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holding environment, described by the 
psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott, and is 
aligned with maternal care. I have always 
considered myself to be very fortunate to 
have had my mother’s maternal care as an 
infant.  This for me was a very sweet, oceanic 
and intoxicating experience of love and 
nurturing. As the first-born child it was 
something that I did not want to share. 
 
Because I live so far away the loss of my 
mother’s physical touch is something that I 
had already begun to grieve.  The 
psychoanalyst Susie Orbach talks about how 
the way we were handled as infants is 
something that is stored in our bodies 
(Orbach, 2010).  And something I have 
noticed is that the echo of my mother’s 
handling of me that was stored in my body is 
the same handling that I unconsciously used 
in the nurturing of my own babies.  When I 
hug my own children the same handling that 
I felt in the arms of my mother and also my 
grandmother is in the arms of my three 
daughters, which is, and will continue to be a 
bittersweet consolation for me.   
 
 
 
11 
Additionally, the nature of trauma, as I experience it, 
can also be understood in the context of the first 
trauma experienced by the infant during initial 
psychological stages of differentiation when the 
subject has its first awareness of the other.  It, 
unaware that it exists, “brushes up against [an] 
unnameable thing” resulting in a disruption that 
comes “suddenly, violently and painfully, creating 
discomfort, unease and dizziness” (Tsolas, 2004) and 
“causing misunderstanding of what constitutes what 
is inside and what is outside the body” (Grosz, 
1989).  That response will invariably be a mixed 
feeling of fear, repulsion, wonder and attraction. 
 
Each time I encounter disruption or change, whether 
it be a change of environment or dealing with a 
stressful situation, I experience a variable composite 
mixture of these feelings.  To my conscious 
awareness these bodily feelings are experienced as 
peripheral, as a feeling of being stunned, 
speechless, a bit dizzy, at a loss for words and 
immersed in affect, in pleasure and pain.  I call this 
‘my awkwardness’, because I am repeatedly and 
continually overcome by this affect.  By embracing 
this awkwardness within the safe space of practice I 
have found strength in vulnerability.  The pressure to 
‘know what I think’ and to be perceived as 
‘together’, ’confident’ or ‘well-adjusted’ causes me 
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to repress, run away from or to project these feelings 
out into the world and onto others.  Consequently, I 
have discovered, in the space of practice, that my 
intuition is, in fact, bodily intelligence: my body acts 
directly through affect as a prompt for my conscious 
mind. More than that, it is a guiding force that when 
explored and expressed honestly within the space of 
practice, enables me to respond to others ethically 
and with empathy for myself and others.   
 
She modelled her way of getting her needs 
met – her unique blend of seduction and 
manipulation in contrast with my father’s 
commanding intimidation.  Although I 
despised the entitled commands and 
demands of the patriarchal male I found 
them somehow more honest than female 
manipulation and seduction that somehow 
terrifies me. To be coerced is to have a firm 
surface to resist against – to comply against 
your will.  To be seduced and manipulated is 
to be penetrated, to be torn in your 
resistance.  
 
While it has only been a couple of months 
since her death I can already feel that I have 
more permission and freedom to explore our 
relationship, mainly because I know that what 
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I say and the things that I make can no longer 
cause her discomfort or pain.  It is a strange 
sad loss that I feel.  At the periphery I can 
detect a certain multi-generational, female 
woundedness that I carry and have been 
discouraged from approaching.  I don’t really 
even know what those things actually are, 
those things I feel and put into my work.   
 
Encrypting affects into my work gives me 
tremendous relief and satisfaction because 
there were things I wasn’t allowed to talk 
about. I know that my works caused 
discomfort for her. I found it interesting that 
they triggered a strong feeling of repulsion in 
her.  For example, she asked me several 
times to remove a detail image of an artwork 
from my Facebook cover photo because she 
didn’t like it.  It disgusted her (Figure 3).   
 
Figure 3 
Genine Marie Larin, Holistic Mutation VI (Detail), 2012 
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I passively refused by remaining silent and 
neglecting to do it. I felt incensed by the 
audacity of her request along with a certain 
satisfaction that she had detected what 
would otherwise be unspoken.  
 
Growing up, I could sense her mixed affect 
toward me – the mixed messages, the anger, 
the jealousy I didn’t understand.  For 
example, I felt betrayed when, after being 
told my entire childhood that I would 
continue on to tertiary study because neither 
of my parents had that opportunity, to find 
my mother sabotaging the promised 
education by repeatedly phoning me in the 
wee hours of the morning under the 
influence of alcohol to make me feel guilty 
for the expense. I know now the resentment 
she felt toward her own parents.  The funds 
for a college education were reserved for her 
younger brother, while she had to 
immediately enter the work force upon her 
graduation from high school.  But I felt 
mortally wounded that she would eat her 
own young.    
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moments of harshness 
scraping the bar of soap on my teeth 
until I vomited 
I sensed your hands on the trunk 
as I leaned in for a grocery bag 
the look in your eyes  
such malice 
you gestured slamming it 
betrayed 
you were the first person to break my heart 
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Trembling: Consciously Paying Attention to the 
Unconscious in the Body and Creative Practice 
 
In this section I will explore how the unconscious, 
trembling and psychoanalysis have come together 
for me within my practice. I will do this by 
connecting personal experiences of healing along 
with internal awareness brought about by maternal 
experience to the bodily awareness within my 
creative practice. I will also give some background 
to my previous research connecting it to my current 
work.  I will then show how a peripheral awareness 
of trembling ultimately became the focus of my 
informed by the work of trauma expert Dr Peter 
Levine.  This extended discussion is important 
because it is the work of Dr Levine that emphasized 
for me the significance of trembling in healing 
trauma ⎯ locating it resolutely within the experience 
of bodily affect.  
 
Reflecting on many years of using alternative 
therapies such as visualisation for pain management, 
acupuncture for injury and illnesses and applied 
kinesiology for physical and emotional health 
maintenance I can see truth in statements such as  
“The unconscious mind is the body.” (Prevallet 
2014, 106) or “Your body doesn’t lie” (Diamond 
1989, 26).   In bodily healing, I perceive the various 
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rhythms of my body like multitudes of intelligent 
processes that occur without me having to 
consciously think about them. I can at times pay 
attention to these intelligences and listen to the 
prompts of my body that carry knowledge about 
how I am living my life as well as my values and 
beliefs, and about what or who has hurt me 
emotionally and how to heal it (Cornell 1996, 22). 
 
The maternal experience has also brought a 
heightened bodily awareness, drawing my conscious 
focus to the movements and processes occurring 
within. Not so surprisingly motherhood has also 
brought to the surface stored bodily memory of my 
own infantile irritability and anxiety as well as of well-
being and of being held and nurtured.  In her 
discussion of the work of Bracha Ettinger in Maternal 
Bodies in the Visual Arts, Betterton talks about a 
matrixial or maternal space that exists between 
being mothered and mothering as a time-space-
duration from which maternal empathy originates 
(2014, 157).   It seems natural to me to find that 
creative practice flows from the pro-creative. She 
contrasts the sensible thinking about in visual 
analysis with a sensory thinking through in the 
touching and making of art as something that offers 
a carnal knowledge that flows from an embodied 
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and psychic source of information (Betterton 2014, 
7). 
 
Another way of describing thinking about and 
thinking through is in the context of Marion Milner’s 
two ways of looking (2011, 76–82).  Like an 
exploration of composite mixtures of seemingly 
opposite ways of perceiving — one is a penetrating 
or narrow focus from the head while the other is a 
containing knowing with the whole of the body 
(Milner 2011, 76 ). A nuanced awareness of the 
movements in the overlaps between these two ways 
of perceiving are similar to the perception of 
temperature, which is a composite mixture of hot 
and cold, neither of which are experienced as a pure 
feeling of one or the other but always a mixture of 
both. Like waking from a warm bed and jumping 
into a cold pool, these feelings are produced in 
response to any disruption that forces us to 
comprehend things in a different way.  
 
Within the space of creative practice there is a mass 
of information unconsciously stored in what feels to 
be the expansive interior space within my body.  It 
feels as if there are ideas and information floating 
around bumping up against each other and often I 
have these moments of … I call them … significance 
… where I realise something that feels important.  
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Materiality is strongly connected to the significances 
that emerge from this space of simultaneous overlap 
of penetrating and containing or thinking about and 
thinking through that occurs in creative practice.   
 For example, I find it interesting that the word 
mater (mother) is encrypted in the word material. 
These words, in the realm of the explicit, do not 
share the same etymology ⎯ I make this implicit 
association in the space of creative practice.   As I 
grasp and fondle materials in the making process I 
am engaging in the always transitioning process of 
relationship and the unconscious.  Since the nature 
of my practice blurs the distinction between what is 
inside and what is outside the body and between 
what is my self and what is other (or mother, mater, 
material), I find that the things that I make are also 
encrypted with unconscious thoughts and feelings 
during the making process.  I find that considering 
them later is like interpreting a dream loaded with 
unexpected meanings that gradually become 
consciously accessible.   
 
This is the way that trembling came into focus in my 
research; initially emerging from a peripheral 
observation of my own sculptural works as they were 
exhibited lit individually by spotlights, within a 
darkened space.  Their wire stands were not visible 
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in the dark, so the objects appeared to be floating 
or emerging as if unsupported. They trembled at the 
top of their wire stands, making quivering and 
oscillating movements in response to air 
conditioning currents or being touched or brushed 
up against by viewers.  
 
 
 
Figure 4 
Genine Marie Larin, Compassion II, 2012 
 
This initial touch, like being startled by the touch of 
an unseen jellyfish in the ocean, is evocative of the 
experience of discovering the not-I. In object 
relations the traumatic initial awareness of other is 
simultaneously the initial awareness of the self, 
setting in motion the process of differentiation 
(Walsh 2013, 23) and this is essential to both the 
development and understanding of my current work.  
 
Since my practice emerges from bodily and 
unconscious experience or even the bodily as 
unconscious experience, my previous investigations 
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in my Visual Art research centred on gaining an 
understanding of the phenomenology of affect 
within the dimensional psychological space of 
creative practice. Affect in the context of art is 
associated with the complex mixture of feelings 
experienced in response to artwork.  I began my 
affective exploration by demarcating three discrete 
yet overlapping phenomenological spaces: Chora, 
Jouissance and Chaos.   
 
I have adapted these terms – Chora, Jouissance and 
Chaos – to describe psychological spaces. In its 
original context, the Chora is an ambiguous space 
that is associated with the maternal because of its 
association with birth, infancy and breastfeeding 
(Kristeva 1980, 133).  The Chora assumes a central 
role in Julia Kristeva’s psychoanalytical model of the 
formation of the self.  It is the originating flux that 
precedes the emergence of language and the 
subject from which the self emerges (Barrett 2011, 
67). Jouissance can be summarised as the 
simultaneous experience of pleasure and pain. The 
common meaning implies sexual pleasure, however 
in Lacanian psychoanalytical thought the term refers 
to an “ecstatic experience of a sudden and violent 
interruption of consciousness” (Tsolas 2004, 20). 
Kristeva links Jouissance to the dynamic of attraction 
and repulsion within the space of the Chora at the 
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threshold between the awareness of self and other 
(Grosz  1989, 77).  And finally, Chaos Theory, or the 
mathematics of nonlinear dynamics, demonstrates a 
vast world of connectedness in both the visible and 
invisible sphere and is a state of indeterminacy in 
which all phenomena is interconnected by complex 
associations.  
 
My own affective formulation of Chora, Jouissance 
and Chaos are informed by their original theoretical 
contexts however I use these terms as locations to 
create a phenomenological map to chart 
psychological spaces.  So, in my formulation, the 
Chora could be understood as a very deeply internal 
space where all is one in a bodily experience of the 
undifferentiated self.  Moving outward from the 
internal space of Chora, in Jouissance, disruption 
causes an intense conscious focus on the Other 
along with an increasing awareness of dichotomy – 
the disrupting Other in relation to an emerging 
awareness of the self. This experience is 
characterized by fear and wonder, pain and 
pleasure.  And finally, like being on the moon 
looking back at the earth, Chaos is experienced as a 
panoramic perspective from the distance of an 
orbiting cyclic spiral of repetition along with a bodily 
feeling of wonder and well being. The disruption is 
becoming resolved, resulting in the movement from 
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dichotomy to multiplicity and from disconnection to 
simultaneity.  By making these phenomenological 
spaces discrete I was able to slow down what I now 
understand as the trembling that I experience in the 
transition between conscious and unconscious 
(bodily) knowing.  
 
My trembling began to ‘make sense’ when observed 
through the filter of psychoanalyst and critical 
theorist Julia Kristeva’s notion of affect, which 
contains the dynamic between melancholia and 
abjection (Barrett 2011, 63–75). This dynamic 
movement within the psyche can be described as a 
vortex of attraction and repulsion (Barrett 2011, 70).  
This unexpected resonance with Kristeva’s affect was 
extended for me in my research by the ideas of the 
philosopher and psychotherapist Eugene Gendlin’s 
felt-sense, a technique which he describes as part of 
a body-oriented process of self-awareness called 
Focusing (Gendlin 1981, 10).  He describes the felt-
sense as a vague and murky bodily sense of 
meaning that feels meaningful but is not known 
(Gendlin 1981, 10). A felt-sense doesn’t come to you 
in the form of thoughts or words or other separate 
units, but as a single, though often puzzling and very 
complex, bodily feeling (Gendlin 1981, 33).   
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 I became interested in how trauma affects the 
unconscious processes of the body when I realised 
that a felt-sense of trembling was at the core of a 
trauma therapy called Somatic Experiencing. 
Somatic Experiencing is a body awareness approach 
to the treatment of trauma that has been intuitively 
developed by the American therapist Dr Peter 
Levine, who specializes in the treatment and 
understanding of chronic stress and tonic immobility, 
more commonly known as Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorder (Levine 2010, 39–42).  
 
Levine describes trauma in the context of the active 
fight and flight defence mechanisms (2010, 48).  A 
third reaction to threat is passive ⎯ to freeze in 
immobilization ⎯ experienced as paralysis and/or to 
collapse in overwhelming helplessness. This occurs 
when we are intensely frightened and are either 
physically restrained or perceive that we are trapped 
⎯ when active responses are not likely to effectively 
aid in escape or in the removal of the threat (Levine 
2010, 48). In chronic trauma there is a coupling 
between the immobility response with negative 
emotions such as fear, dread, revulsion and 
helplessness where the physical sensations of 
immobility themselves evoke fear which results in 
extending and deepening the paralysis (Levine 2010, 
67). Levine describes traumatized people as 
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“fragmented and disembodied” where “the 
constriction of feeling obliterates shade and texture, 
turning everything into good or bad, black or white, 
for us or against us” (2010, 354). Traumatised 
individuals become rigid and polarised in their 
thinking. Interestingly, rigidity and polarity are 
primary characteristics of the “genius of patriarchy” 
which is the “institutionalisation of disconnection” 
(Morgan 2001, 51). 
 
To begin to become unstuck from this frozen state, 
Levine discovered a method of consciously 
approaching the bodily sensations associated with 
fear to touch upon the immobility itself and to 
explore “the various sensations, textures, images 
and thoughts associated with the discomfort” 
(Levine 2010, 73).  He describes this as an “innate 
organismic rhythm of contraction and expansion” 
called pendulation which is a “gentle rocking back 
and forth, oscillating between resistance and 
acceptance, fear and exploration” which “deepens 
relaxation and enhances aliveness” (Levine 2010, 
76–78).  This subtle oscillation is depicted in the 
context of the back and forth movements of 
awareness in viewing figure and ground (Figure 5). 
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Figure 5 
Levine describes his trauma-healing process as a 
transformation through the body (2010, 171). In 
Levine’s healing process one allows, rather than 
represses, the body’s natural response to processing 
trauma, which is to allow it to shake and tremble.  
 
I have now shown how the personal has intersected 
with a theoretical understanding of trauma and 
trembling in my previous work.  I will go on in the 
next section to talk about how this new awareness of 
the significance of trembling operates within my 
creative practice.   
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Trembling and meaning making 
 
In this section I will now explore how trembling 
connects to the establishment of personal meaning 
and significance in the context of my contemporary 
art practice.  
 
Trauma, like the deepest and foggiest infantile 
memory, is classically defined as beyond the scope 
of language and representation (Bennett 2005, 25).  
Both positive and negative affects have the power to 
impel us to feel something and as a consequence 
trigger processes that lead to verbalizations that 
express fear, wonder, pain and pleasure (Barrett 
2011, 67).  This describes the stunned, speechless 
awareness that I feel when new associations are 
brought to the surface that feel meaningful but are 
not yet articulate.  Kristeva’s view of the semiotic 
disposition of language , which for me in my practice 
is finding something out there (words, symbols, 
materials, textures, colours, processes, sounds, 
spaces) that stimulates the same mixture of harmony 
and discordance that I am feeling in here (Kristeva 
1980, 6–7). I am using my practice to access this 
‘pre-signifying’ state (Kristeva 1980, 6–7). This has 
been useful for me in framing the creative process 
because meanings related to embodied experience 
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disrupt and multiply existing modes of 
communication (Barrett 2011, 70).  
 
This led me to think about the ‘vortex of summons 
and repulsion’ that is my own being and the way that 
I affectively perceive my body’s responses to stimuli 
within the systems of my own physical body: the 
pulsing of circulation; the rhythm of breathing; the 
twitching and trembling of muscles; the spasms in 
weeping and in orgasm; the sound of the nervous 
system ringing in my ears.  I experience these 
vibrational forces that form the various structures of 
my body as purposeful and meaningful. I view my 
conscious awareness of these affective responses 
within my visceral body as a ‘felt sense’ of complex 
vibrational patterns of unconscious bodily 
intelligence that I continually have to work to 
articulate.  The nuance in feeling is directly related 
to the nuance in meaning and so, in this context, I 
am referring to  ‘sense’ as a feeling or sensation as 
well as something that makes sense or is sensible. It 
is bringing a conscious awareness to the felt-sense 
that results in a holistic experience of understanding 
in the body and mind. I am not only talking about an 
awareness of when things feel right. Examining 
feelings of ambivalence offer a deeper insight that 
might otherwise be ignored. These dissonant 
oscillations are a composite mixture of attraction and 
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repulsion, neither of which are experienced as a 
pure feeling of one or the other but always a mixture 
of both.  
 
Expanding out from the confines of my body and 
into the world, I perceive what I describe as flows of 
vibrational patterns all around me.  These orbital 
oscillations, wave formations, pendulations, 
centripetal and centrifugal forces are to be found in 
the variety of simultaneous vibrations of sound, light, 
temperature, barometric pressure and the 
gravitational pull of constellations in orbit on the 
water in the oceans and the earth itself. I think of 
these fluid movements in terms of a simultaneous 
structure and flow of energy.  I reference visual 
analogies for this from science and nature, for 
example, the complex structures found in chaos 
theory, phyllotaxis plant growth patterns, magnetic 
fields, cymatic sound wave patterns and 
harmonograph drawings  (Figures 6 and 7).  
 
 
     Figure 6                    Figure 7 
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In creative practice my main motivation is to take 
disruptive feelings and find a way to express them, 
whether that be to articulate them verbally or in 
writing, to create a vocabulary of materials, colours, 
textures, sounds and processes to make a composite 
object that resonates with the ‘felt-sense’ of my 
composite of affect.  It is the theoretical awareness 
that gives my conscious mind perspective about 
what is going on in my body and its needs to diffuse 
and express.  Researching, discussing and writing 
about how I frame these experiences in theory helps 
me to consciously surrender to the intelligence of 
the unconscious and to trust the creative process 
that is unfolding.  The ongoing and repetitive 
processes of making allow me match materials and 
making processes to changing feeling, and to 
meditate upon my internal affects while at the same 
time also diffuse the excess energy.  I will further 
explore how this operates in the context of the 
exhibition on pages 53–62. 
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fragmented memories 
history flashing in my periphery 
my voice unheard  
feeling left to die of exposure 
standing by the nightlight in the hall 
staring at your closed bedroom door 
wandering around in the darkness 
delirious with fever 
walking the house at night to be brave 
I saw the silhouette of a man in a cowboy hat sitting on the patio 
I ran straight into your closed bedroom door  
 when you looked there was no one there 
the patio door was locked 
no one could have gotten in 
I was put back to bed 
I went again to check 
I pulled aside the curtains  
there he stood in silhouette facing me  
on the other side of the glass 
I gasped and ran back to bed 
I never told anyone 
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we are not that different  
you and I 
we disapprove of each other’s 
coping  
 
you contain it 
hold it in 
medicate it  
inhale it into your lungs 
drink it down 
deep inside yourself 
and keep it there 
it damages you 
it terrifies me  
 
I confront the terrors within 
moving out from their molten core 
heat is dissipating as it moves outward 
from my intestines 
muscles 
bones 
steaming from the surface of my skin 
 
I tremble 
 
attending to the subtle shifts in magma flows 
the nuances  
allowing and not resisting 
paying attention to 
the complex associations 
between past and present  
creating new contexts  
that contain  
yet supersede  
old realities 
 
I may be in pain 
but it is pure pleasure 
to allow myself to feel 
what I really feel  
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Iteration 2: 
Mother 
Your stories were legends.  
Before I was born you were a runner-up in the 
Queen of Hearts sorority beauty pageant.  You 
worked for American Airlines and bought a red 
convertible with the money you earned.  I used to 
wear your ball gowns as dress ups.  My favourite 
red one with the pearl encrusted smocking would 
swirl around me, as I would spin spin spin. Your 
wedding album was my favourite picture book.  I 
remember riding in your red convertible with the 
top down and music playing on the radio.  I liked 
the smell of the gasoline.  I would dance to 
Simon and Garfunkel’s Cecelia when you played 
it for me on your record player console. You 
would play The Sound of Silence over and over to 
yourself.   
 
 
35 
 
Even my birth was legendary.  I believed those 
stories like bible stories.  I never felt I could live 
up to them they were so far removed from me – 
like history is.  When I was eight I began to write 
a book called My Life is Not a Fairy Tale – a book 
that, fittingly, had blank pages that I never filled 
in.  I can see now that even then I wanted the 
story to emerge and dissolve.  
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Iteration 3:  
Making Process and precursor figures in art. 
 
I will now briefly discuss my own making process in 
context of three artists. These artists are Louise 
Bourgeois, Dennis Del Favero and Willie Doherty. I 
should stress though that I deal with these artists 
through a focus on just one work by each. This is 
because I want to directly relate the discussion to 
the conceptual and affectual interests within my 
own practice.  The work of each of these 
contemporary artists stimulates different sorts of 
traumatic affect within us.  The significance of this 
is that these works are helping us to feel something 
of another’s subjective experience giving us 
empathy for the isolation of ‘traumatic’ affect in 
others.   
 
Louise Bourgeois / Fée Couteriére 
 
Fée Couteriére is one of Bourgeois’ first hanging 
sculptures. It is a teardrop-shaped plaster nest 
pierced by a number of holes. The weight / mass of 
the work enacts its gravitational pull toward the 
ground in a helpless sag of the body’s parts.  The 
work draws the eye inside where the cavity 
becomes like a cave.  To look inside is to lose the 
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outside and to pull back is to leave the world 
within.    
 
Figure 15 
Louise Bourgeois: Fée Couteriére, 1963 
 
Mignon Nixon talks about the capacity of art to act 
symbolically ⎯ generating symbolic effects from 
the body while remaining resistant to becoming 
symbols (Nixon 2005, 174).  This resistance to 
symbols is enacted at the level of the making 
process. Using pliable materials such as wax and 
papier-mâché, latex and fabric, and flexible 
techniques such as casting and wrapping, a work 
seems to take on a bodily resonance rather than 
offer up symbols as such (Nixon 2005, 174 ).   
 
Like Bourgeois, I work with pliable materials and 
flexible techniques. The complex combination of 
materials, colours, textures and shapes work 
together to create a certain resonance with the 
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vague, complex bodily feelings I experience that at 
the boundary between inside and outside, and at 
the threshold of my ability to signify or articulate 
them.  The inner layer of the latex membrane of 
Stone Baby I is cast from a plaster mould in the 
negative and reveals a complex surface structure.  
The peeling outer layer reveals the positive imprint 
of this same structure.  The way these surfaces are 
keyed to each other operates as a flexible 
threshold of skin within and without.  The teardrop 
form is being penetrated, in the process of 
excreting or birthing, from the void within.    
 
Figure 16 
Genine Marie Larin, Stone Baby I, 2014 
 
Similarly Stone Baby II resonates with and 
generates an amalgamation of affects within my 
body around singularity (a single art object), 
polarity (inside/outside, dark/ light) and multiplicity 
(complex surface pattern moulding the phyllotaxis 
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pattern of breadfruit) and structure (many peeling 
layers).   
 
Walsh talks about how artworks can create 
situations in which dualities can be productively 
held in tension without being resolved (Walsh 
2013, 134).  We are released from having to make 
binary distinctions at a conscious level and 
experience the pleasure of unconsciously re-tracing 
the pathways that created in the formation of our 
identities (Walsh 2013, 134–135).  In this aesthetic 
engagement we are allowed to make contact with 
repressed identifications and arrive at being rather 
than identity (Walsh 2013, 135).    
 
Figure 17 
Genine Marie Larin, Stone Baby II, 2014 
 
 
The imagery in Louise Bourgeois’ sculptures is 
almost wholly autobiographical. For example, after 
Louise's mother became sick with influenza Louise's 
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father began having affairs with other women, most 
notably with Louise's English tutor. She obsessively 
relived the trauma of this discovery through her art.  
In an interview, Bourgeois stated: 
 
My works are portraits of a relationship, 
and the most important one was my 
mother. Now, how these feelings for her 
are brought into my interaction with other 
people, and how these feelings for her 
feed into my work is both complex and 
mysterious. I'm still trying to understand 
the mechanism. 
 
Louise Bourgeois 
(Cooke, n.d.) 
 
When I experience affects viewing others artwork I 
feel I am responding empathically to the 
unarticulated affect stored in those objects.  
 
 
Figure 18 
Louise Bourgeois: Fillette 1968 
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I experience an affective response to Bourgeois’ 
sculpture Fillette (Figure 18), which is a two-foot 
high phallus made of plaster covered in flesh-like 
latex.  Fillette, which is French for ‘little girl’, is 
confusing at first glance, accompanied by an 
affective amalgam of attraction and repulsion, 
eroticism and aggression. What initially appears to 
be phallic, under closer inspection can be perceived 
as a morphing hybrid of the physical structures of 
gender: the testicles and foreskin recalling breasts 
and vulva respectively. Bourgeois merges the 
Jouissance of female ripeness with male urgency 
resulting in an androgynous metamorphosis of 
supply and demand.  
 
Bourgeois’ work challenges artistic categories with 
constant erosions of fixed categories and 
distinctions such as inside/outside, male / female, 
representational / abstract, organic / inorganic, 
aggressive / tender (Miller 2008, 110).  Indeed, in 
Robert Mapplethorpe’s photograph of Bourgeois 
carrying Fillette under her arm,  (Figure 19) she both 
denigrates and is tender towards the masculinity 
evoked (Miller 2008, 109).  In psychoanalytic terms 
she is taking a part object and imbuing it with 
meaning in the same way the baby does with the 
mother’s breast (Miller 2008, 110).  The object / part 
person signifies and incorporates the whole 
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including the good/bad, withholding/giving as 
experienced by the baby (Miller 2008, 110). 
 
 
Figure 19  
Robert Mapplethorpe, Louise Bourgeois, 1982 [with Fillette, 1968] 
 
In the end, Bourgeois demonstrates the artist’s 
‘privilege to incarnate the pulsation of life that stirs 
in all things’ which can be felt through a relational 
experience with the objects (Carvajal et al., 1999). 
These affective dichotomies in Bourgeois work 
shows us how we can learn to inhabit spaces where 
our normal conscious control of ourselves is 
overwhelmed by sensory exposure to spaces of 
unresolved dualities (Walsh 2013, 136).    
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my body 
 a material my daughters have wrestled with 
pinching, fondling, biting, pulling, twisting, 
fingering, scratching 
it responds to their needs 
milk rushes at the sound of a cry 
my eyes water  
my heart aches 
my back aches in its continuous forward bend 
I am exhausted from the constant invasion 
I don’t resist but struggle to contain them 
at least within the room where I am trying to 
rest 
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Dennis Del Favero / Parting Embrace 
In the previous sections I have discussed the 
internally experienced ‘summons of attraction and 
repulsion’ in Kristeva’s formulation of affect along 
with the internal to external oscillation between the 
Semiotic and the Symbolic in signification (Barrett 
2011, 63–75).  These ideas provide context for the 
‘oscillation between resistance and acceptance’ in 
Levine’s trauma therapy and are analogous for the 
simultaneity of these subtle affective gestures.  In 
the following section I will look at Dennis Del 
Favero’s Parting Embrace and Willie Doherty’s Non-
Specific Threat in the context of these ideas. 
     
Figure 20 
Dennis Del Favero, Parting Embrace, 1998                                                                         
Detail: Parting 1, 2, and 3 Type C Photographs 
The next work I will discuss is Dennis Del Favero’s 
Parting Embrace, which is a series of ten large 
photographs that seeks to register the pain of 
abuse as a physical imprint (Bennett 2005, 28).  The 
pornographic subject matter depicted in the 
photographs along with the composite mixture of 
emotions expressed on the boy’s face cause a 
 
 
46 
feeling of confusion.  He appears shocked, frozen 
in immobility and overwhelmed in chaos. The 
images evoke an affective feeling of immediacy. 
This affect is both a state and a signal of that state 
⎯ the affect is immediately its manifestation 
(Nouvet 2003, 236).  At the same time, distance is 
created in the shadows cast throughout the images 
making them seem as if they are emerging traces 
of memory.  I align the simultaneous affect of 
urgent immediacy and chaotic distance with Ngai’s 
sympathetic and empathetic circuits of bodily 
sensation (2004, 81). The un-nameable activities 
and subject matter create dissonance between 
these affective feedback loops (Ngai 2005, 82) 
placing us in a critical space trying to determine 
what is occurring ... or has occurred.  Like figure 
and ground, this movement between a close and 
distant affective reading mirrors the closeness of 
the present and distance of a past chronological 
reading.  The imagery of traumatic memory deals 
not simply with a past event or with objects of 
memory but with the present experience of 
memory (Bennett  2005, 25). This adds another 
layer of complexity in which the past can be 
experienced in the context of the present while the 
present can influence a re-interpretation of the 
past.  As a result these works are fragmentary, 
outside narrative, representation and moral 
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judgments (Bennett 2005, 28). The semblance of 
feeling in an artwork operates as an organising 
affective quality comparative to the work’s 
‘collective consciousness’ where the ideology of 
the work may be revealed more in its tone than in 
any of its other formal features (Ngai 2005, 48).  
This provides some insight in the motivation for the 
work:    
The artist says of this work that it incorporates not just the 
pornography and the violence of memories of abuse, but 
also an element of love or fantasy, and that these things 
are not always distinct; the affects of fear, humiliation, 
shock, and so on, may be tied to the same objects as 
those of joy and excitement.  In other words “love” may 
characterise an aspect of the relationship one has with an 
abuser ⎯ particularly in an incestuous relationship where 
the victim has an emotional attachment to the abuser, 
notwithstanding the pain or trauma that may accompany 
abuse (Bennett 2005, 28). 
The oscillation between the affective response to 
an artwork and critical distance can be stated 
another way.  Deleuze coins the term ‘encountered 
sign’ to describe the sign that is felt rather than 
recognised or perceived through cognition 
(Bennett 2005, 7).  To Deleuze the sensation is not 
an end in itself but is a catalyst for critical inquiry or 
deep thought (Bennett 2005, 7). For Deleuze, 
affect or emotion is a more effective trigger for 
profound thought than the love of wisdom because 
of the way it grasps us, forcing us to engage 
involuntarily (Bennett 2005, 7). 
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The importance of this in terms of the reading of 
artwork is that whatever is outside signification ⎯ 
unrepresented and unthought ⎯ is what transforms 
the language of art (Bennett 2005, 15). There is a 
political obligation in confronting taboos ⎯ forcing 
art to transform itself and in the process transform 
thought (Bennett 2005, 15).  This does not reduce 
art to an instrumental or moral use because 
morality operates within the bounds of a given set 
of conventions within which social and political 
problems must be resolved (Bennett 2005, 15). An 
ethics, however, is enabled and invigorated by the 
capacity for transformation which is precisely by not 
assuming that there is a given external set of 
conventions to thinking (Bennett 2005, 15). 
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Do you know everything now?   
I spent my life aching for the Chora  
and trying to escape 
 its sickly sweet vortex 
I told myself 
 I wouldn’t have regrets 
for running away 
but of course I do 
I can’t imagine things 
 being any different  
you  
boozy 
abandoned child 
longing for your baby 
longing to mother 
longing to be mothered 
I had to reject you 
even though it caused me pain 
it hurt me either way 
catch 22 
the forces between the poles are 
not clearly defined 
I didn’t decide 
but the force to differentiate 
was somehow stronger 
but not by much  
 
… 
 
the moment when 
your fears  
that you have failed  
your mother 
yourself 
your daughters  
become the realization that  
 the way things are set up 
 the system 
has failed you   
making it impossible 
 for you to succeed.   
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Figure 21 
Astrid Larin: No one can stop love, c. 2006 
 
How can a mother live up to that kind of love? 
I remember that feeling for my mother 
she couldn’t handle the pressure either 
she told me that one day I would hate her 
it’s funny how that part of the text is fading 
I think you still love me  
but now that you’re 16 it’s not like that 
anymore 
actually, I think we’re just getting to know 
each other  
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Willie Doherty / Non-Specific Threat 
             
              
Figure 22 
Willie Doherty, Non-Specific Threat, 2004 
The final artwork I will be looking at is Willie 
Doherty’s Non-Specific Threat, a single channel 
video installation projected directly onto the wall of 
a dark space (Willie Doherty, Non-Specific Threat, 
2005, 2008). The camera moves in a circular 
tracking shot around a tough looking young man 
who is standing alone in a derelict warehouse type 
space.  As the camera tracks slowly around the 
young man we scrutinize the bumps and marks on 
his shaved head and read the changing 
expressions on his face (Kunstverein in Hamburg 
and Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus München, 
2007, 136).  The sequence is accompanied by a 
reserved but threatening voiceover punctuated by 
pregnant pauses.  For example:   
I will make your dreams come true 
 
 
52 
I am everywhere 
I am any colour you want me to be 
I am the embodiment of everything you despise 
I am the reflection of your fears 
I am fictional 
I am real 
I am inside you 
You think you know me 
We are mutually dependent 
I need you 
I have contaminated you 
I am part of your life 
In this work the viewer is orbiting ⎯ literally 
oscillating ⎯ around the young man in a critical 
observation of him.  The voiceover initially 
functions as the inner monologue of the young 
man, affectively creating an immediate ‘non-
specific threat’.  As the work progresses, and the 
viewer is allowed to meditate on each statement, 
the origin of the statement seems to pendulate 
between protagonist and viewer.  Each statement 
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oscillates in meaning from external threat to 
internal judgment. The pendulation between 
objectivity and subjectivity causes disruption, 
allowing for moments of sympathy and empathy in 
moments of identification with the young man. This 
simultaneity of affect and critical awareness is the 
basis of an empathy grounded not in a feeling for 
another as we can imagine being that other but on 
a feeling for another that involves an encounter 
with something “irreducible and different, often 
inaccessible” (Bennett 2005, 10).  In this 
formulation that is characterised by a distinctive 
combination of affective and intellectual 
operations, but also by a dynamic oscillation, there 
is ‘a constant tension of going to and fro,’ ... ‘of 
going closer to be able to see, but also never 
forgetting where you are coming from ... empathy 
is about that process of surrender ... but also the 
catch that transforms your perception (Bennett 
2005, 10).  
These artists, Louise Bourgeois, Dennis Del Favero 
and Willie Doherty, and their stories, have heavily 
impacted upon me. Their work has informed my 
focus on affect and the way it generates an 
empathy of trembling in the making of my creative 
work.  This has resulted in the outcomes shown in 
my Masters exhibition, which I will discuss in the 
following section.  
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Description of the Exhibition 
 
 
Figure 23 
 
The exhibition Stone Baby: An Exploration of Trauma and Affect in Visual Art 
was held in the cavernous space of the Block, in the QUT Creative Industries 
Precinct.  Upon entry the viewer was immersed in darkness with the oceanic 
sound of an in-utero soundtrack filling the space, unifying it as an expansive 
womb-like holding environment.  Disruption was introduced by the visual 
interaction between various spot lit elements emerging from and dissolving 
into the darkness. The looping video of an Iyengar Yoga Headstand (Figure 
24) was visually resonating with the movements of the harmonograph drawing 
table. The micro-adjustments being made in the headstand, in response to 
gravitational forces on the body, were mirrored in the pendulations of the 
oscillating weights acting on the pen of the drawing table like affects acting 
on the material of the body ⎯ moving it to make complex and intelligent 
actions like the responsive patterns drawn by the harmonograph (Figure 24).    
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Figure 24 
 
In the distance the video Stranger Calls Again and Again (Figure 25) was 
projected onto the back wall.  In the video a camouflaged figure ‘brushes up 
against’ the viewer as it emerges from the background ⎯ startlingly opening 
its eyes and turning its head before dissolving into the background again. The 
looping repetitions playing over and over in repeated ruptures like an 
unresolved trauma.   
 
Figure 25 
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Figure 26 
 
The Organs Without Bodies video projections created a microcosm holding 
environment where, suspended in two rows of three, in the centre of the 
space hung six latex membranes ⎯ fleshy doors and windows that functioned 
as the receiving surfaces for six video projections (Figure 26).  At the 
threshold between inside / outside and private / public, each video could be 
viewed both as a projection onto the receiving surface of the membrane and 
also as a blurred back-projection.  As the light penetrated the membrane, 
making only subtle, gentle illuminations visible from the other side, creating a 
dichotomy between the explicit and the implicit. The implicit movements of 
the light viewed through the latex were evocative of the sensation of affect 
within the body as if it could be viewed through the skin (Figure 27). 
 
  
Figure 27 
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Figure 28 
 
A selection of videos was screened in the two projection rooms.  In one of 
the rooms the viewer’s body was immersed between two facing videos ⎯ 
Going With the Flow and Inner Flow.  The videos were recorded, from my 
perspective, as I was floating in the waves of the ocean with the horizon 
expanding in the background.  Inner Flow was edited to remove the surface 
of my body to reveal a galactic expanse opening within.  Going With the 
Flow was made from the same excerpt of footage except that the ocean was 
edited out to locate my body floating in outer space with a nebula sprawling 
in the background (Figure 28).  In the second projection room the video 
Containing / Penetrating was mapping an affective journey reminiscent of 
being awakened from a very deep sleep ⎯ moving from a blurry, vaguely 
conscious awareness through the discomfort of a gentle disruption to a semi-
conscious awareness of physical sensation (Figure 29).   
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Figure 29 
 
Object based work was arranged in three swirling vortices entitled Objects of 
Frozen stasis (Figure 30), Objects of Vital Intensity (Figure 31) and Objects 
Evolving / Dissolving (Figure 32).  Each vortex had its own complex elemental 
tone, respectively, ice / salt, vital red earth / rust, and black magnetic sand / 
petrified rock.  Each was composed of repeated elements moulded in latex, 
concrete, wax, wool and rosin in the forms of various fruits and seedpods, 
bones and a Buddha’s / baby’s head.   The circular motion of each vortex 
appeared to be emerging from or dissolving into the apex of turbulence that 
was penetrating the floor.   The objects ⎯ creating complex amalgams of 
birth / death / vitality / decay / physical / spiritual / material / ethereal / stasis 
/ dynamism ⎯ aroused an affective chorus of wonder, desire and disgust as 
they appeared to be in various and conflicting stages of procreation ⎯ 
simultaneously swollen and filled with potential, birthing, deteriorating, 
decaying and cast off as detritus.   
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Figure 30 
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Figure 31 
 
 
 
Figure 32 
 
 
62 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 33 
 
 
 
 
 
63 
As a composite whole, the dark womblike setting of the exhibition safely held 
the disparate elements of the show together, unifying them within a space of 
simultaneous difference. The relationship between one thing to another was 
not linear ⎯ rather the elements bordered one another, similar yet removed 
from each other, each containing its own certain kinds and qualities of affect.  
They all existed together as separate works and yet they worked together in 
gesturing toward complex amalgams of affect experienced as trembling.  
 
 
Figure 34 
 
The objects themselves act as repositories or storage devices in which a 
particular amalgam of feeling has been encrypted. I put these encrypted 
objects out into the world as a way of saying what is difficult to articulate or 
not allowed to be said. I am grappling with the complex ways that the 
feelings I have for my mother are brought into my interactions with other 
people while, at the same time, feed into my own work. As portraits of 
relationship, each object is a gesture toward the fluid and complex amalgams 
of feeling I am continually experiencing in response to Other.  
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Creative practice provides a dynamic space of awareness composed of 
alternating sympathy / empathy feedback loops.  Pendulations between 
objectivity and subjectivity, the constant tension of going to and fro ⎯ of 
going closer to be able to see, but also never forgetting where you are 
coming from (Bennett 2005, 10) ⎯ is a critical trembling.  It is a process of 
surrender from which emerges the ‘catch that transforms your perception’ 
(Bennett 2005, 10).  Speaking, writing and making are all transformative 
processes that give me the ability to communicate and connect with the 
external world as well as generate new meanings and understandings that 
result in an ongoing process of resolution.   
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Conclusion and Findings 
 
Within this paper I have been examining ways of looking to affect, and 
trembling in particular, in order to sustain a creative practice in the context of 
visual art. Psychologically, affects have the power to impel us to feel 
something and as a consequence trigger processes that lead to 
communication (Barrett, 2011).  My own traumatic affect originates as an 
abrupt rupturing realisation from within the holding space of creative practice 
that exists within me.  It is a bodily-felt dynamic that flows through the 
material of my body becoming an active process driven by the forces of 
attraction and repulsion, of erotic and aggressive feelings, while interacting 
with materials in the world.  
I have spoken at length in relation to my mother because it gives context to a 
history of repressed feeling, which in the end is released through trembling. I 
also do this to show how there is a range of content that, in the end, exceeds 
any simple articulation. An Other’s subjective experience is only ever 
experienced in isolation.   The value of affect in creative practice is that it 
produces new forms of communication by disrupting and multiplying existing 
modes of communication (Barrett 2011, 70).  The result is a discourse in 
empathy that brings connection, and consequently, the formulation of new 
knowledge.  
I view my creative works as “proposals” in the process of knowledge creation 
that are in response to the “proposals” that other artists and theorists have 
made as part of an ongoing dialogue around and through affect and trauma.  
Louise Bourgeois’ way of working may be explicitly autobiographical but we 
can all look at her work and recognize similar things in ourselves.  Dennis Del 
Favero is helping us to empathize with a scenario that is deeply disturbing in 
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a way that we can’t quite articulate.  He is somehow able to distil the 
disturbance of abuse or trauma.  And Willie Doherty helps us to understand 
the experience of being distanced, separated, and named.  These are three 
approaches to quite different yet seemingly related subjective experiences. 
My interest is also similar yet different.  My work can be viewed as an 
inheritor or co-producer with these other artists’ outputs. What then is the 
significance of this for an ethics of affect in contemporary art? 
 
The language of art brings us back to the unlimited potential of the pre-
signifying state, back to whatever is outside signification ⎯ unrepresented 
and unthought (Bennett 2005, 15).  The experience of affective trembling is a 
prompt ⎯ Deleuze’s encountered sign ⎯ one that that is felt rather than 
recognised or perceived through cognition (Bennett  2005, 7).  It is a bodily 
prompting that is a catalyst for critical inquiry that grasps us, forcing us to 
engage involuntarily in an ethics that is enabled and invigorated by the 
capacity for transformation of art and of thought precisely by not assuming 
that there is a given external set of conventions to thinking (Bennett 2005, 
15).  My contribution is to focus absolutely on this bodily affect, particularly 
through my own experience of trembling, in order to conceive and express 
other manifestations of traumatic affect, which in turn have sustained my 
creative practice.   
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Appendix  
 
See Attached USB Flash Drive 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
